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An essential guide 
to watercolour
supplies

You don't need many supplies to get started in watercolour, but with a wealth of options available the choices can be overwhelming. 
This book will help you learn what to look for when choosing watercolour materials, whatever your budget. You’ll understand how and 
why your materials behave the way they do and will find out how to solve many of your watercolour problems without spending a 
fortune!
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Andrea England is a watercolour artist who lives on a 
little yellow sailboat with her husband Jim. She loves the 
flow and translucency of watercolours, which can be as 
mesmerising as watching the sea. Her art is inspired by 
coastlines, sailboats and sealife, all recreated in vivid swirl-
ing colours that bring a sense of life and movement to her 
work. 

Andrea is a member of the Federation of Canadian Artists 
and the Victoria Arts Council, and is an Artist Ambassador 
for World Watercolour Month. When not out at sea, she can 
be found moored up and painting in Victoria BC. Andrea’s 
top tips for success are to practice regularly, focus on the 
process rather than the end result and never be afraid to 
experiment. An understanding of your materials helps too. 
ThisThis book will help you pick and use the supplies that will 
work best for you!

FIND ME ON SOCIAL MEDIA:
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Finding the right brush for you and your style can be a bit
like meeting your soul mate. You’ll connect with brushes
that compliment your way of painting and work with you
to make the painting process fun.

My ‘inner circle’ of brushes consists of just three essentials
which I use for almost all my painting: a small round for
details, a ladetails, a larger brush for washes and a travel brush. You
can start off with just two or three decent brushes and
gradually add to your collection as you work out what you
need.

When choosing a brush, look for a sharp point and a natural
full body. The tip should spring back to shape after you
stroke it. The full body will hold plenty of water, allowing
yyou to paint with long, smooth strokes whilst the point
gives your stroke a clean finish and lets you paint fine
details. Beware of cheap hair brushes that have been
trimmed to simulate this shape- you can spot these by
looking for shorter hairs in the body of the brush.

Make sure your brushes have a a seamless ferrule (the
metal part which protects the connection between hairs
aand handle). Ferrules with seams will trap water, loosening
the glue that holds the hairs in place.

Brushes
04



Synthetic brushes have come a long way in recent years. A good synthetic brush will keep its shape well. The 
fibres, usually nylon or polyester, are stronger than natural hairs, taking longer to wear down. They also tend to 
be much more affordable. My Opus Allegro brushes are my workhorses for most of my painting. The down side 
is that synthetics tend to be stiffer than natural brushes, making them prone to disturbing lower layers of paint 
when glazing, and they don’t disperse water as evenly.  Some ranges such as Da Vinci Cosmotop blend natural 
and synthetic hairs to combine the benefits of both. Whether you choose natural, blended or synthetic brushes, 
get tget the best you can afford and choose from a reputable manufacturer.

Synthetic brushes

Natural hair brushes are known for keeping their shape and holding a large amount of water. Kolinsky sables 
are widely regarded as the best choice of all due to their natural shape and excellent ability to carry water  and 
paint. They are made from tail hairs of male Kolinsky sables, a type of marten found in Siberia. My ‘soul mate’ 
brush is a Da Vinci Maestro, which is a dream to paint with. Red sable and squirrel hair are reasonable alterna-
tives, though i find them less springy and more floppy. Goat hair makes lovely soft hake brushes- I love my goat 
hake brush (pronounced hah-kay). The soft hair is great for laying washes without disturbing previous layers of 
pigment. 

Natural brushes
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If you follow these key rules of brush care, your brushes 
will last you a long time and serve you well.  

1. Never, ever leave brushes tip-down. Ever. I mean it. 
Your brush will quickly be bent out of shape, and will  
never be the same again. There will be tears.

2.2. Dry your brushes horizontally. Leaving them tip-up 
alows water to seep down into the ferrule and weaken the 
adhesive that binds the hair together. This leads to shed-
ding, and a very sad brush. 

3. Clean your brush with gentle hand soap. Pop a bit of 
soap onto your palm, and gently swirl the brush through 
it. Rinse under runing water. Repeat until the water runs 
clear, then carefully reshape and leave to dry horizontally.

4.4. Avoid scrubbing or grinding into paint with your 
brush, as this will make it wear away more quickly. Spritz 
dried paints with water before painting to help prevent 
this. I use old stiff brushes for lifting paint- cheap hogs 
hair brushes or worn-out synthetics work wonderfully. 

Feeding
Care and
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An old round synthetic brush 
makes a perfect scrub brush for 
softening lines of dry paint and 
lifting colour. It’s also a great 
choice for mixing paints, espe-
cially if you’re reactivating dried 
paint on your palette. Save your 
fafavourite brushes, and give an 
old workhorse a new lease of life. 

Scrub brush
A large brush that can hold a lot 
of water is great for avoiding 
streaky skies. Large flats and 
hake brushes will let you lay 
down plenty of water quickly and 
evenly, helping to ensure your 
washes don’t dry too quickly.  A 
lalarge mop or oval is a flexible 
option as you can use it for more 
detailed work too. 

Wash brush
If you’ve only got the budget for 
a single decent brush, invest in a 
round. They’re great multi-task-
ers, laying down expressive lines 
or tackling tiny details. Sizes vary 
between manufacturers, but size 
6 is a good place to start. A size 2 
oror 3 makes a great companion if 
you like detail.

Round brush

BrushesEssential
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Cotton rag paper is the longer-lasting of the two as 
it is truly archival. Acid-free papers have been treat-
ed to remove most acids and contain chalk as a neu-
traliser, but over time this can begin to break down 
and the paper will start to yelow. This is not a con-
cern when practicing, but consider cotton rag paper 
when creating a gift or a piece for sale.

Paper
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Good paper is a game changer. The right paper 
makes a huge difference in how water and pigment 
behave, and some of the major frustrations begin-
ners face are caused by the paper they use.

The main paper choices for artists are cotton rag 
paper, made from cotton, or acid-free paper, usually 
made from treated woodpulp, sometimes with 
cotton fibres mixed in. Cotton rag papers are the 
more expensive of the two, which tends to deter 
beginners, but the way they behave makes them 
worth considering, especially when purcased by the 
fullfull sheet. The difference lies in the fibres. Cotton 
fibres are longer and more absorbant than wood 
fibres. This affects how they interact with water and 
paint.

The long fibres in cotton rag papers mean they 
absorb and retain moisture better than wood-based 
papers. They dry more evenly and warp less than 
wood-based papers. This enables paint to flow more 
consistently, enabling artists to create smooth, even 
washes.  

WWood-based papers dry at an uneven rate, leading 
to buckling and warping. This creates hills and 
valleys over the surface of the paper. Pigment set-
tles in pools down in the valleys, creating unwanted 
blooms as it dries, ruining evenly-applied washes. 
Stretching acid-free paper before painting will help 
combat this.
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The most heavily textured of all
watercolour papers. The strong
tooth lets dry brushes skip over
its bumpy surface and
enhances the effect of
granulating paint. Great for
loose, imploose, impressionistic paintings
and plein air sketches.

Rough
Also called ‘NOT’ as it’s ‘not’ hot
pressed. This is the most widely
used paper, with a texture (or
tooth) that is suitable for
creating even washes and
ppainting detailed work. In good 
paper, the texture is created by 
sheets of felt that go through the 
rollers with the paper, giving an 
even but interesting tooth.

Cold Press
This smooth paper is suited for
highly detailed work, making it
a favourite with botanical
illustrators. Paint tends to sit on
the surface and thick washes
dry with a sheen. This is a
cchallenging paper for
beginners.

Hot Press

Paper
Types of
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Sizing
Sizing is a substance, often gelatin, which helps 
hold the paper together and stops paint from soak-
ing into it as it does with blotting paper. If you’ve 
ever put watercolours onto cartridge paper and 
watched the colours sink in and fade, it’s because of 
the lack of sizing in the paper. Most quality cotton 
rag watercolour papers contain internal and exter-
nal sizing which makes them more resilient to heavy 
washes, scrubbing and correcting. Choosing a quali-
ty paper means you are more likely to be able to fix 
mistakes without ruining your paper

Weight
The weight of paper tells you how thick it is.
Thicker papers are less prone to buckling, meaning
that they will stand up to heavier washes without
being stretched. Paper weight is determined by
what 500 sheets full sheets weigh, and is given is
gsm (grams per square metre) or lb.

192192 gsm (90 lb) is a lightweight paper that does not
absorb much water and makes colours look
vibrant. It buckles easily and does not hold up to
layered washes. I use this weight for light
illustrations and for making sketchbooks.

300 gsm (140 lb) absorbs more water, reducing
buckling and making it easier to lay down even
wwashes. It stands up to multiple layers of colour.
The absorbancy makes colours a little less vibrant.
This is the most widely available weight of paper,
and is what I use for most of my smaller paintings.

600 gsm (300 lb) is the thickest paper that is
widely available. It’s a great choice for larger
paintings, and can handle very wet washes,
mumultiple layers, scrubbing and reworking. Being
thicker, it is also more absorbant, reducing the
vibrancy of pigments.

Sheets or blocks
Watercolour papers are usually available as sheets, 
pads or blocks. 

Full sheets are 22” x 30”, ready for you to trim to 
whatever size you need. This is often the most 
affordable way to purchase paper, and allows you to 
test out and compare a few different papers.

BlocksBlocks of paper are gummed together on all four 
side and are convenient when travelling. They’re 
often described as ’pre-stretched’, but sheets can 
still warp with heavy washes, and sometimes 
detatch from the block.
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Quality paper is sized on both sides, and often contains internal sizing. This means that you can paint on either
side, and if you make a mistake on the front you can use the back for practice! Cotton rag paper is often
watermarked when bought by the sheet. If you can read the watermark the right way, you’re generally looking
at the front. When trimming watercolour paper, you can put a small X on the back of each piece so you know
which side is which. Always make sure you have clean hands when handling watercolour paper, as any grease
that gets on the surface will repell paint and cause frustration.

Which side is the right one?

Some artists like to stretch their paper before they begin painting. Stretching is the process of wetting paper 
thoroughly and attaching it to a board using staples or tape. This process prevents warping and buckling when 
using heavy washes or lighter weights of paper. To stretch paper, soak it in a bath for about three minutes (leav-
ing it too long will remove all of the sizing and cause the paper to disintegrate). Place it on a board and blot off 
the excess water with a clean tea towel. Do not rub the paper or you’ll damage its surface. Staple every 5cm (2”) 
around the paper. As the paper dries, you’ll be left with a flat surface that will not distort when more water is 
aadded. Taping over the staples with masking tape gives you a clean edge when you paint. As I tend to use heavy 
paper and light washes, I rarely stretch my paper, but do like to tape it to a board with masking tape before 
painting.

Stretching paper
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Whilst cotton rag paper is a game changer, there are 
some decent acid-free papers out there for beginning 
artists or anyone who feels like using ‘the good paper’ 
puts too much pressure on their creativity. Fabriano 
Studio, St Cuthbert’s Mill Bockingford, Strathmore 400 
series and Daler Rowney’s The Langton are affordable 
alternatives. They all feature attractive surface textures 
anand handle wet-in-wet techniques reasonably well when 
stretched. 

If you feel like your paper is letting you down, it’s worth
trying a cold press 300 gsm (140 lb) cotton rag paper.
Buy a single full sheet and cut it into smaller practice
pieces to give you a feel for the paper. My favourite
brands are Arches, who produce a versatile paper
which handles most techniques well, and Fabriano
AArtistico, an absorbant paper that keeps colours rich
and deep. Strathmore 500 series is also excellent.
Winsor and Newton Professional offers a heavier tooth,
whilst Stonehenge and Fluid are lower-priced options
with a reasonable quality. 

Paper
Picking A 12



With so many wonderfully-named pigments to 
choose from, picking paint colours can be a joy- or 
can become overwhelming. Factors such as opacity 
and granulation influence the effect you’ll get, and 
also how the paint will behave.

Whilst paints can feel expensive, it only takes a few 
well-chosen colours to be able to mix a whole rain-
bow of hues, and a tube of paint lasts a long time 
and goes a long way. Let’s dive in, and demystify the 
world of watercolour paint!

Paints
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Student or professional?
Student and professional-quality paints are often made 
from the same pigments. The difference between them is 
what else is in there. 

StudentStudent quality often contain more fillers and brighteners 
to make the colour go farther. The pigment may not be 
ground as finely as in professional colours. This can lead to 
weak colours, or means you need to use a lot more paint to 
get a rich pigment. Sometimes the fillers can look chalky 
and cloudy when the paint dries. 

WhilstWhilst it’s tempting to start off with a beginner’s set con-
taining a rainbow of student watercolours, you will find a 
few well-chosen professional paints (also called artists’ 
colours) serve you better for a similar price. You’l find my 
recommendations for essential colours in the ‘Palettes’ 
chapter. 

Watercolour paints of all brands and grades can be safely 
mixed. If you do choose to start off with a set of stu-
dent-paints, you can gradually replace the pigments with 
a higher grade. Winsor and Newton Cotman colours or Van 
Gogh paints by Royal Talens both offer good starting 
points. Avoid cheap dollar store paints, which usually 
cause muddy mixes and frustration.

My personal favourite brands are Daniel Smith Extra Fine 
Watercolours and Winsor and Newton Professional 
colours. Daniel Smith paints in particular are vibrant, juicy 
and a joy to use.

Lorem Ipsum

W W W.ANDREAENGLANDART.COM
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Tubes or pans?
Whether you buy paints in tubes or pans, you’re pur-
chasing the same thing. Buying paint by the tube is 
the most economical option. You can then put them in 
a pan or palette. Letting the paint dry before you start 
using it means it will go further. Before you start paint-
ing, wet the paints with a few drops of water or a spritz 
from an atomiser. This will help you get rich colour 
without grinding your brush into the paint. If you’re 
filling pans for a travel palette, add the paint a third at 
a time, smooth it with a toothpick and let it dry over-
night before adding another third. This lets the paint 
dry thoroughly so it won’t ooze out in transit

Pigment numbers
Whether they’re student or professional quality, 
every tube of paint should have pigment numbers 
recorded on it. These start with P (for pigment) then 
indicate the colour family (such as R for red) then a 
pigment number. Colours with multiple pigment 
numbers are a blend of those colours. Personally, I 
prefer to use single pigment colours as much as 
possible. I fipossible. I find they give cleaner mixes and more
flexibility. The addition of white (PW) to a pigment
means that the paint will be opaque and lifting, and
should be applied last when layering.
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Granulating colours dry with 
speckled, textured effects. This is 
especially evident when they are 
used in a wet-in-wet wash or on 
paper with a heavy tooth. Paints 
which granulate are wonderful 
for creating texture on bark, 
rorocks and distant foliage. It’s best 
to avoid granulation for portraits 
as it can leave skin looking very 
odd!

Granulation
Staining colours stay where you 
put them as they soak into the 
fibres of your paper. This makes 
them a great choice when layer-
ing glazes. Whilst it’s hard to 
remove them entirely, you can 
lighten them by scrubbing with 
anan old paint brush or tooth brush, 
The opposite of staining colours 
are lifting colours. These are easy 
to remove with water, but lift, 
mix and muddy when you try to 
layer them.

Staining
Watercolours are classified as
ttransparent, semi-transparent or 
opaque. Transparent colours are 
great for glazing and let the 
white of the paper add light to 
your painting. Opaque colours 
have excellent coverage but sit 
on top the paper and lift easily. 
UseUse them last when layering to 
avoid creating mud.

Transparency

16



Palettes
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When choosing a palette, the most important 
things to look for are large, white areas for mixing. 
This enables you to mix large quantities of colour for 
consistent washes, and reduces wear on your brush 
caused by knocking into the hard sides of a palette. 
A lid is useful for keeping off dust. 

I usually put yellows furthest from me on a palette 
to reduce the risk of dripping other colours on them. 
If colours do get grubby, just give them a wipe with 
a piece of damp kitchen paper or a stiff brush. It’s 
another reason to let your paints dry before you use 
them!

White porcelain palettes are a great option for the 
studio as water flows smoothly over the surface, 
allowing you to see the colour you are mixing clear-
ly. An economical version is a white plate: set out 
blobs of paint around the outside and mix in the 
centre.

Plastic palettes are more economical and much 
lighter, making them more pracical on a boat! Paint 
can be prone to bead up on the surface of a plastic 
palette: to help combat this, wipe mixing surfaces 
with cream cleaner before you use them for the first 
time. This will rough up the surface, allowing paint 
to spread. Rinse well before adding your paint.

For travel, I prefer a palette with changeable pans 
so I can switch colours depending on where I’m 
going. I either create a swatch card or write the pig-
ment numbers on the pan with permanent marker 
to identify them later. You can do the same thing on 
a studio palette.

17



A limited palette is a great way to start painting. It allows you to really get to know your paints 
and how they behave in different mixes. If you’re on a budget, you can get good results with just 
three primaries, but a set of eight well-chosen paints with warm and cool versions of each 
primary will give you plenty of flexibilty and let you mix almost any colour. 

My essential mixing colours have been chosen because they give rich, saturated shades. They 
are translucent or semi-translucent and have good lightfastness. Many of them are staining 
colours. Choose one from each section below for a flexible mixing palette. 

Cool Yellow-  Hansa Yellow Light, Winsor Yellow or Lemon Yellow
Warm Yellow-  Hansa Yellow Deep or New Gamboge
Warm Red-  Pyrrol Red or Winsor Red
Cool Red-   Quinacridone Magenta or Quinacridone Rose
WWarm Blue-  Ultramarine
Cool Blue-   Phthalo Blue (Green Shade)
Neutral Orange- Burnt Umber or Burnt Sienna
Neutral Yellow-  Raw Sienna or Monte Amiata Natural Sienna

Colour Choices
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Colour triads

If you want a really simple start, you can begin with 
a mixing set of just three colours. Hansa Yellow, 
Phthalo Blue (Green Shade) and Quinacridone Ma-
genta will give you the potential to mix bright, 
upbeat shades. 

Pyrrol Red, Hansa Yellow or Winsor Lemon and 
Ultramarine create deep, dramatic colours. Mixing 
purple can be tricky with this triad but Ultramarine 
and Pyrrol Red will give you interesting deep greys 
and blacks. 

Why no black or white?

Black and white are not an essential part of your 
watercolour kit. Black watercolours are readily avail-
able, but the colours you’ll get from them tend to be 
dull and flat, and if you add black to darken another 
colour it can turn quite muddy. Mixing Ultramarine 
and Burnt Umber or Ultramarine and Pyrrol Red or 
Scarlet will give you much more dramatic, interest-
ing shades of black and grey.

If you want to lighten a colour, simply add more 
water.  This lets the white of the paper shine 
through and makes your colours luminous. White 
paint will make your colours more opaque and 
chalky-looking. 
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Odds and Ends
 
A putty rubber (also called a kneadable eraser) is a 
handy addition to your watercolour toolkit. It lifts off 
graphite without leaving greasy marks or small par-
ticles which can make a mess and get caught in wet 
paint. As the name suggests, you can knead the 
eraser to form a point for precision erasing. 

An atomiser is a really handy addition to your wa-
tercolour kit. I use a cheap plastic one I picked up at 
the dollar store. A couple of minutes before I paint, I 
spray my colours to reactivate them. This gives me 
juicy colour to work with, and saves my brushes 
from grinding into the dry colour. The small spray 
also fits in my travel kit nicely.

Use a hard pencil (2B or H) to draw on watercolour 
paper. Softer, darker pencils can end up smudging 
and the pencil lines are more obvious in your final 
painting. Because they don’t need sharpening,    
mechanical pencils are a useful choice, especially 
when sketching outside. You can also use transfer 
paper to transfer your drawings onto watercolour 
papepaper. This cares for your paper by limiting contact 
with oils from your hands and irritation caused by 
erasing.

If you don’t need to stretch your paper but do want 
to minimise buckling, use masking tape to attach 
your paper to a piece of board. Lay your paper down 
flat and carefully tape each side to help it keep its 
shape as you paint. Choose a neutral coloured tape, 
as bright tapes can throw off your colour choices 
when you come to paint. Masking tape is not archi-
vval, so don’t leave it on for more than a couple of 
weeks. Use an archival tape from an art supplier 
when mounting work for display. 
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Bring life to your 
watercolours 
Tall Trees and Flowing Seas 

An online course for beginning artists who want to
create vibrant, atmospheric watercolour coastlines
with rich, natural colours and a sense of vitality. 

Launching Late June 2020
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